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English language education in Japan at the tertiary level represents an
important opportunity for instructors to facilitate learners in making
significant improvements in their communication skills and in their
confidence. Given some of the issues associated with English language
education at the junior and senior high school levels, which often fail to
sufficiently address students’ communication skills, implementing a
functional approach based around group discussions presents real
opportunities for learners to work on these skills in college or university.
This paper examines some of the issues associated with English language
education in Japan at the high school level. It is suggested that a
communicative approach utilizing a functional topic−based curriculum
focused on group discussions can help learners in addressing some of the
deficiencies in their prior studies by assisting students in becoming
confident and competent communicators. Some broad suggestions for a
course design are presented.
Communicative language teaching (CLT) is widely accepted by most language
educators as an effective means of developing and improving language learners’
overall language and communication skills. Within the context of English language
education in Japan, the CLT approach is utilized more often in various language
courses at the tertiary level, compared to high school education. It appears that
obstacles remain in Japanese language education at junior and senior high schools,
──────────────────────────────────────────






which results in minimal use of CLT by language educators at these levels
(Taguchi, 2005). Consequently, many students entering college or university seem to
lack confidence and are often unable to effectively communicate in English.
Despite the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology’s
(MEXT) reform efforts, in part as a response to globalization, which continue to
support an increase in the use of CLT, including opportunities for students to
experience communicative classrooms to be taught in English­only (MEXT 2014,
2017), CLT is still not widely utilized by educators at high schools (Nishino, 2008).
The issues regarding this are complex, but in the current era of globalization and the
increasing need for international communication, Japanese learners are likely to
require the skills to effectively communicate in English for a wide variety of
reasons. As such, it is imperative that university and college educators design
courses and implement curricula that provide opportunities for students to increase
their confidence, while improving their overall English communication skills.
Although assisting students in becoming competent communicators is
challenging for a variety of reasons, one such way for language educators to achieve
this goal is by utilizing CLT and implementing a functional approach based around
student discussions of contemporary topics with the primary objective of improving
students’ fluency and English communication skills.
This paper will focus on some of the current issues pertaining to English
education in Japan in producing competent and confident communicators prior to
entering university－specifically, a lack of utilizing CLT. Following this, CLT and
the use of a functional approach will be outlined and suggested as a possible
solution at the tertiary level to address some of the shortcomings of Japan’s current
English language education. Finally, a brief overview of ideas for a course utilizing
a functional syllabus will be provided and proposed as an effective means of
assisting Japanese university and college learners in improving their fluency and
communication skills.
English language education in Japan－current issues
According to recent data from the Test of English for International
Communication (TOEIC) that examined overall language and communicative
abilities of English learners, Japan ranked relatively low when compared to other
countries. For instance, out of 115 countries, Japan ranked 105th on the Test of
English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) and within Asia, Japan ranks 26th out of
31 countries (TOEIC, 2017). Since many of the test­takers are learners university­
aged or older, this suggests that even in higher education, English students are not
particularly proficient and lack communication skills, which could present some
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issues for future business and other related needs in today’s globalized world. Given
this situation, it seems that there appears to be a real need to equip students with the
skills required to improve their English communication skills. It is suggested that
this need is particularly paramount at the tertiary level since a wide range of
inhibitions exist in Japanese junior and senior high schools that severely limit
implementing CLT, thereby failing to equip many learners’ with the communication
skills that they are likely to require in an ever­increasing connected and globalized
world.
Perhaps the most common shortcoming in Japanese English language education
is that CLT is rarely utilized by English teachers. This is particularly evident in
Japan’s junior and senior high schools. The reasons for this situation are multi­
dimensional, with a wide range of factors contributing to it. Despite MEXT’s
Course of Study and guidelines that seek to promote the use of CLT, many
Japanese English teachers appear to be reluctant to use it in their pedagogical
practices. This reluctance can be attributed to a wide range of factors, including
situational and cultural.
To begin with, teachers’ understanding of CLT is insufficient, with many
Japanese English teachers often being unfamiliar with CLT and training in its use is
minimal. For instance, in a study of teachers’ professional development activities at
a Japanese high school, Sato and Kleinsasser (2004) found that teachers lack
opportunities to receive training in CLT, making it difficult to utilize it in their
classrooms. Likewise, Nishino (2008) claims that due to insufficient experience to
learn about and use CLT in their professional development activities and pre­service
training, high school teachers in Japan are inhibited from implementing it. As well,
teachers may lack confidence in conducting their classes in English and have a
negative overall perception of MEXT’s Course of Study. According to Nagamine
(2013), MEXT’s mandates regarding English classes cause high school teachers to
feel pressure and anxiety pertaining to their pedagogical practices. Compared to
their native English teacher counterparts, Glasgow (2012) found that Japanese
English teachers had issues with teaching their classes in English and in
understanding MEXT’s policies, holding more negative views towards them.
Classroom context and variables also contribute to the reluctance of teachers in
promoting CLT. Large class sizes in Japanese high schools are partially responsible
for this. According to Nishino (2008, 2011), an absence of ideal classroom
conditions, including large class sizes and number of classes taught by teachers
impacts high school teachers’ ability to hold classes using CLT. Further, most
teachers believe that smaller class sizes are necessary to bring about major changes
in their pedagogical practices. As such, current classroom conditions can potentially
make it difficult for high school teachers to follow MEXT’s mandate.
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Despite the ineffectiveness of current teaching methods in significantly
improving English abilities and communication skills, it seems that many high
school teachers continue to employ them. As noted by Taguchi (2005), most high
school teachers use traditional English activities in communication courses, such as
repetition of words and sentences. Within this context, it seems that many Japanese
English teachers avoid using CLT and feel obliged to use Yakudoku (i.e. the
“grammar­translation method”) as a response to the pressures of preparing their
students for university entrance examinations. In fact, Yakudoku is the preferred
method of instruction by teachers since they believe it is beneficial in helping
students pass competitive entrance examinations by focusing on knowledge of
grammar and translation skills－both of which are believed by most high school
English teachers to be an important feature of university entrance examinations
(O’Donnell, 2005; Nishino, 2012). This seems to ignore the fact that many
university entrance examinations are changing and perhaps using Yakudoku is not
always the most appropriate form of preparation of learners for these tests. For
instance, Seki et al. (2011) investigated the appropriateness of using grammar­
translation in preparing students for second­stage entrance examinations. They
concluded that continuing to use a grammar­translation approach is ineffective on
many of the examinations.
Cultural factors may also represent an obstacle to using CLT in Japanese high
schools. According to Hofstede (2006), one’s culture has a significant impact on
values, beliefs, and behaviors. Regarding CLT, teachers’ and students’ beliefs seem
to have a strong influence on the acceptance and use of CLT, often creating a
contradiction between long­held beliefs and various elements of CLT. As pointed
out by Tanaka (2009), Japan’s Confucian and collectivist values do not harmonize
well with the individualistic nature of CLT. Tanaka goes on to summarize some of
the difficulties as follows:
CLT conceives of teachers as facilitators and resource­persons, whereas Asian
students sometimes expect the teacher to assume the role of authoritative
expert; while CLT imagines students as active, egalitarian participants in a
learning process that involves open negotiation, Asian students might be more
accustomed to environments in which they play a more passive role, as
recipients of knowledge transmitted by the teacher. (p.112)
The difficulties associated with cultural values can further hinder the use of
CLT in Japanese high schools. However, as noted by Nishino (2008), there is a
growing acceptance and a recognition of CLT’s potential value in language
education among Japanese teachers. As well, if learners are given the opportunity,
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they enjoy and are motivated by communicative activities since they consider them
to be an effective way to improve their communication abilities (Matsuya, 2003).
Further, a growing number of learners in Asia are not necessarily passive recipients
of knowledge and enjoy being active if given the chance (Littlewood, 2000).
Perhaps at the high school level in Japan, it would serve learners and teachers best
to begin by employing a weak version of CLT, as opposed to the strong version, in
a manner that is culturally sensitive, taking account of each school’s unique teaching
context (Tanaka, 2009).
Given this brief overview, it is clear that a wide range of complex factors exist
that are responsible for the underutilization of CLT at Japanese high schools and in
turn, contribute in varying degrees to many Japanese learners’ poor English
communication skills. As mentioned previously, the use CLT and specifically, a
functional approach can be an effective way to improve learners’ communication
skills.
CLT－utilizing a functional approach to improve communication skills
Beginning in the 1970s, communicative language teaching was proposed as a
language teaching methodology that was intended to address some of the
inadequacies of previous instructional methods. Current understandings of CLT are
closely linked to Hymes (1972) conceptions, whereby it was proposed that language
ought to be considered a system for communication with the ultimate goal of
developing learners’ “communicative competence”－that is, the ability to use
language appropriately in a given social encounter. Hymes’ understandings have
since been refined by a number of practice­oriented researchers (see for example
Canale & Swain, 1980; Savignon, 2001) to meet the needs a wide range of
educational contexts. Within the context of classroom practice and curriculum
design, and of relevance to the current paper, Savignon (2001) emphasized the
importance of learner needs and functional competence.
Most language educators would agree that CLT entails achieving a high level
of “communicative competence” as a desired outcome for language learners.
Although the term has been widely defined and evolved over time with the growth
of knowledge and experience in language teaching, Richards (2006) provides a
generally accepted definition of “communicative competence” that includes the
following aspects of language knowledge and use:
• Knowing how to use language for a range of different purposes and
functions
• Knowing how to vary our use of language according to the setting and the
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participants (e.g., knowing when to use formal and informal speech or when to
use language appropriately for written as opposed to spoken communication)
• Knowing how to produce and understand different types of texts (e.g.,
narratives, reports, interviews, conversations)
• Knowing how to maintain communication despite having limitations in one’s
language knowledge (e.g., through using different kinds of communication
strategies) (p.3)
According to Nunan (1991), CLT is characterized by the following elements:
1. An emphasis on learning to communicate through interaction in the target
language.
2. The introduction of authentic texts into the learning situation.
3. The provision of opportunities for learners to focus, not only on language,
but also on the learning process itself.
4. An enhancement of the learner’s own personal experiences as important
contributing elements of classroom learning.
5. An attempt to link classroom language learning with language activation
outside the classroom. (p.279)
Other features of CLT include an emphasis on pair and group work with the
instructor acting in a facilitative capacity and promoting a learner­centered,
discovery­oriented environment that is non­threatening, including a tolerance for
errors (Celce­Murcia, 1991; Tan, 2005).
Pertaining to tertiary education in Japan, it is important for language instructors
to provide students with opportunities to improve their communicative competence
and communication skills due to the issues and inadequacies of high school English
language education outlined in the previous section. By utilizing CLT and
implementing a functional approach, instructors can teach students to improve their
communication abilities by facilitating them in learning to use a language for a
range of purposes and functions; learning how to vary their language use based on
the setting and participants involved; and learning to maintain extended
communication using a range of strategies. Additionally, promoting functional
competence can serve to equip learners to use language for a variety of functional
purposes that they may encounter in given situations.
An effective way to fulfill many of the objectives of CLT, including the
improvement of communicative competence, is through the implementation of a
functional (also referred to as functional­notional) syllabus or curriculum design. A
syllabus is a vital component of all language courses. A functional­notional syllabus
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sets course content and language as a collection of the functions (i.e. communicative
purposes) that are to be performed when language is used in social situations, or of
the notions that language is used to express, such as informing, agreeing, and so on
(Krahnke, 1987). The functional approach is intimately related to the communicative
approach and understood to mean that the language learner’s needs are to be
expressed as communicative needs, including the explicit presentation of language
functions and the linguistic forms associated with them (Berns, 1983). Utilizing a
functional approach and syllabus design allows language instructors to design a
course and learning materials using functional descriptions of language that have the
benefit of being designed from a social and interactive perspective on language as
discourse, thereby providing students with opportunities to encode their personal
messages appropriately (Ahmed, 2013).
In recommending CLT and a functional approach to curriculum design with
pedagogical practices aimed at engaging students in group discussions as a means of
improving students’ communication skills and competence, the author relied on
previous research on the topic some of which has been outlined in this paper, in
conjunction with reflective teaching practices. As noted by Farrell (2018), reflective
practice occurs when instructors make a conscious choice to become a reflective
practitioner by subjecting their beliefs about teaching to critical analysis and taking
full responsibility in the classroom and in the development of curricula and teaching
materials with the aim of continuous improvement of pedagogical practices. This
can be accomplished in a variety of ways, including teaching journals, classroom
observations, critical friends, action research, exploration of teacher beliefs, and so
on. Based on this, the author strongly believes that implementing a course centered
around group discussions is an effective means of achieving an increase in students’
communicative competence and communication abilities.
Implementing a discussion-based course using a functional approach
Learning to interact in a foreign language is often challenging for EFL learners,
but integral to developing communicative competence and communication skills. It
requires the development of a range of interaction skills. Since the functions of
spoken language are interactional and transactional, it is essential that language
instructors provide students with meaningful opportunities to communicate about
relevant and interesting topics using learner­to­learner interaction for students to
develop and improve their communication abilities (Shumin, 2002). The use of
structured classroom discussions at the tertiary level provides a potentially effective
means of achieving this. As such, a course centered around group discussions and
functional language use is particularly relevant in the Japanese context because it
Implementing a Functional Approach to Improve Learners’ Communication Skills １９
can assist students in improving their communication abilities. Based on the author’s
reflective practices and positive experiences with implementing such courses in a
variety of teaching contexts at the university level, language teachers that wish to
improve their learners’ fluency and communication skills should strongly consider
adopting such an approach.
In implementing classroom discussions, the approach recommended by Green,
Christopher, and Lam (2002) provides a basic framework that is flexible and easy to
implement. The flexibility within this framework allows instructors to modify and
manipulate each stage to fit a wide variety of teaching contexts and learners. It
consists of three stages: 1) Pre­discussion 2) Discussion 3) Post­discussion.
Although the author does not fully agree with the proposed content / activities of
each stage, it provides a structure that is suitable for most courses that utilize
discussion activities. Figure 1 outlines the author’s recommended activities for each
stage for a course that consists of 90­minute classes. In shorter classes, discussion
two can be omitted.
All stages of a typical lesson are important to the overall success of a
discussion­based course. Perhaps the two areas of course design and implementation
that may pose difficulties or concerns for instructors are deciding which discussion
topics to choose and which language functions to teach. With respect to topics,
instructors may survey the students to find out which topics are of interest to them.
Alternatively, instructors may choose to browse through the wide range of available
Stage Overview of Activities
Pre­discussion Students­
(Function presentation stage) Learn and practice lesson’s new functional language in pairs /
groups. Functional language practice ranges from controlled to semi­controlled to free use of
functional language.
(Discussion preparation stages) Preparation activities: content­focused to help students in
preparing their ideas for discussion in pairs / groups. Example: ranking activity and short
student­student interaction.
Instructor­
Present and teach lesson’s functional language, give instructions, monitor, provide feedback.
Discussion Students­
Discussions one and two (9 to 20 minutes in length) uninterrupted, in groups of three to five
using lesson’s and previous lessons’ functional language to discuss a contemporary topic.
Instructor­
Choose discussion topics / questions, give instructions, monitor unobtrusively.
Post­discussion Students­
Discuss strengths and weaknesses in groups of three to five. Individually complete a self­
assessment activity and set goals after each discussion.
Instructor­
Provide feedback about strengths, weaknesses, and content.
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resources, such as language textbooks or the internet, and make an informed
decision about which topics are likely to be of interest and engaging to their
students. However, based on the author’s experience it is recommended that
instructors choose discussion questions that are appropriate and likely to elicit
functional language used. As well, instructors can assign readings to assist students
with vocabulary and in developing coherent ideas for discussion topics. With respect
to functional language choices for a course, the author made informed decisions
based on reflective teaching practices, previous teaching experiences, and with
reference to a range of other sources (e.g., Kehe and Kehe, 1994, 1998; Doe et al.,
2013 a, 2013 b). See appendix A for an overview of a proposed syllabus that
includes broad course objectives, functional language, and general topics.
Some of the benefits of a functional discussion­based course that the author has
observed include the following:
• It promotes CLT.
• Lessons are student­centered.
• There are opportunities for collaboration.
• There are improvements in students’ communication skills－particularly
speaking and listening skills.
Finally, in implementing such a course there are some important methodological
considerations that instructors should be mindful of. These include keeping
intervention to a minimum, providing clear instructions to students, maximizing
collaboration through pair and group work, monitoring effectively, and providing
meaningful feedback.
Conclusion
In the era of globalization and an ever­increasing connectedness of cultures, the
need to be a competent communicator in English is becoming unavoidable. The
need for intercultural communication for a wide range of purposes is likely to
continue into the foreseeable future. Against this background, it seems inevitable
that Japan’s citizens will likely require the necessary English skills to effectively
participate in the global community. Given the deficiencies of Japan’s English
language education system at the high school level in developing students’
confidence to use English and overall communication skills, the task of preparing
students for the future is often left to educators at the tertiary level. The
implementation of a discussion­based curriculum based on functional language use
represents a dynamic opportunity for learners and instructors alike to equip Japan’s
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citizens with the tools necessary to continue thriving in the face of globalization.
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Appendix A: Overview of Course Objectives and Course Outline
Course Objectives
Students will be able to discuss and share their ideas with peers for an extended period (i.e. more than 9 minutes).
Students will improve their overall communicative competence, communication skills,and fluency using English.
Students will develop and improve skills required to be effective speakers and listeners.
Students will learn functional language to improve their speaking and listening skills required to have balanced and lengthy
discussions.
Students will improve and build their confidence to use English in a variety of contexts.
Students will learn new vocabulary related to course topics.
Students will improve their critical thinking skills.
Students will improve their collaboration skills.
Lesson Lesson Content
1st week Course IntroductionIntroduction to discussions and communication support skills practice.
2nd week Function: Expressing Opinions－Speaker: Giving Opinion. Listener: Asking for Opinions.Topic: Communication
3rd week Function: Providing Reasons－Speaker: Giving Reasons. Listener: Asking for Reasons.Topic: Education
4th week Function: Providing Examples－Speaker: Giving Examples. Listener: Asking for Examples.Topic: Technology
5th week Review Class－Presentation Task: Overview and Partner SelectionCommunication Support Skills Focus: Agreeing and Disagreeing
6th week




Function: Connecting Ideas－Speaker: Connecting Your Ideas to Others’ Ideas Listener: Asking
Others to Connect Ideas
Topic: Media
8th week Review Class－Presentation Task: Topics SelectionCommunication Support Skills Focus: Negotiating Meaning
9th week
Function: Different Points of View－Speaker: Talking About Different Points of View. Listener:
Asking Others About Different Points of View.
Topic: Gender
10th week Function: Experiences－Speaker: Talking About Experiences. Listener: Asking About Experiences.Topic; Environment
11th week Review Class; Discussion Test PreparationCommunication Support Skills Focus: Follow­up Questions
12th week Group Discussion TestsPresentation Task Preparation and Practice
13th week Group Discussion TestsPresentation Task Preparation and Practice
14th week Presentation Delivery
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